BYU Studies Quarterly
Volume 24

Issue 3

7-1-1984

Finalizing Plans for the Trek West: Deliberations at Winter
Quarters, 1846-1847
Richard E. Bennett

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq
Part of the Mormon Studies Commons, and the Religious Education Commons

Recommended Citation
Bennett, Richard E. (1984) "Finalizing Plans for the Trek West: Deliberations at Winter Quarters,
1846-1847," BYU Studies Quarterly: Vol. 24 : Iss. 3 , Article 5.
Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol24/iss3/5

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Journals at BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been
accepted for inclusion in BYU Studies Quarterly by an authorized editor of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more
information, please contact ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

Article 5

Bennett: Finalizing Plans for the Trek West: Deliberations at Winter Quart

finalizing plans for the trek west
deliberations at winter quarters
1846 1847
richard

E

bennett

those focusing only on nauvoo difficulties and deliberations for
the mormon exodus to zion have overlooked the intense planning
sessions at winter quarters on the west side of the missouri river
during the winter of 1846 47 nauvoo was left in haste long before
the final details of the westward march had solidified due to the
weather disorganization lack of preparation and recurring arguments
over leadership the mormon vanguard took more than four months
to cross iowa only to be again delayed by the call for the mormon
battalion with the inevitable decision to winter at the missouri in

the council bluffs region church leaders found the time to catch
their collective breath and more thoroughly prepare for the mountain
trek this article details the plans arguments and decisions of that
winter of 1846 47 at stake was far more than mere route plans
rather basic questions of leadership and authority were being tested

introduction
while building their cabin city at winter quarters skirmishing
with indians sparring with agents eking out a living and coping
with sickness and disease church authorities analyzed and reanalyzed
their plans in question was the spring departure of a pioneer company
of yet unknown size and makeup along some still to be finalized
overland trail to some obscure resting place at the foot of the mountains
and eventually to zion in some undetermined valley over the
rockies the planning councils in which these issues were discussed
were essentially extensions of earlier nauvoo deliberations for the
leaders had always intended to reestablish the church in the west
university
richard E bennett is head of the department of archives and special collections at the Univ
ersty of
manitoba winnipeg manitoba canada A book by the author on the mormon trek west tentatively titled
mormons at the missouri is forthcoming from the university of oklahoma press
and should we die cormons
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but their stay at the missouri provided time and opportunity to
restock their supplies rethink their plans confer with gentile traders
trappers and missionaries who knew the west firsthand obtain the
best most reliable maps and formulate a deliberate foolproof plan
of action yet despite these advantages until the eve of their exodus
they did not agree on many details of their impending march and
eventual destination and if brigham young knew precisely where
he was going when he and the advance party left in april 1847 it was
the best kept secret in camp
besides the trapper peter sarpy who told what he knew of the prairie
and mountain west brigham young and his colleagues in the quorum
of the twelve conferred at length with father jean pierre de smet
who visited the thesettlements
settlements on 19 november 1846
they asked me
a thousand questions about the regions 1I had explored
de smet
later reported and the spot which 1I have just described to you the
great basin pleased them greatly from the account I1 gave them of
it 2 and they would talk to others
the pioneers destination remained the same as a year before
some secluded valley in either the great basin or bear river country
in all the official correspondence coming out of winter quarters
between august 1846 and april 1847 references to an ultimate
destination were consistent but guarded in august 1846 brigham
told colonel thomas L kane they were intending to settle in the
great basin or bear river valley 3 john D lee who participated in
the confidential conversation with colonel kane at cutler s park
Brig hams comments
elaborated on brighams
1

peter sarpy had been an employee of the american fur company for many years and knew the missouri
river as well as any man of his times he owned property on both sides of the missouri river and operated
flourishing trading posts at bellevue and at council point across the river on the iowa side just south of
cormons
Mor mons providing assistance in the building of
present day council bluffs he proved sympathetic to the mormons
ferries offering fur contracts and giving advice about the west
pierre jean
iram martin chittenden and alfred talbot richardson life letters and travels oglather
shiram
2hiram
eun
ean
lather pierrejean
dean
of father
oflather
1873 4 vols new york francis P harper 1905 156 lewis clarkchristian
clark christian in a
de smet S JJ 1801
18011873
recent dissertation on the factors contributing to the choice of the salt lake valley as the eventual destination
of the mormon pioneers questions de smets influence and the accuracy of his knowledge of the great basin
area see lewis clark
dark christian A study of the mormon westward migration between february 1846 and
oark
july 1847 with emphasis on and evaluation of the factors that led to the mormon choice of salt lake valley as
the site oftheir
clark christian
of their initial colony phd diss brigham young university 1976 see also lewis dark
oark
mormon foreknowledge of the west brigham young university studies 21 fall 1981 403 16.
lg
ig
16
cormons in 1858
de smet later served as chaplain in the infamous johnstons army sent to destroy the mormons
cormons as that terrible sect of modem
modern fanatics flying from
at that time de smet described the mormons
civilization
who never ceased to defy the government
chittenden and richardson life letters and

travels ofde
oade smet 2717 18
ofjesus christ of latter day saints 7 august 1846 the journal history
journal history of the church ofjesus
is a multivolumed
multivolume
multi volume compendium of facts extracts journal entries letters clippings and historical insertions of
all kinds documenting chronologically the history of the church it is freely available in the search room of
the history division archives historical department of the church ofjesus christ of latter day saints salt
lake city utah hereafter cited as LDS church archives

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol24/iss3/5

2

Bennett: Finalizing Plans for the Trek West: Deliberations at Winter Quart

plans mor
finalizing plansfor
for the trek west

303
505
305
503

we do not intend
gowing and settling the majority of our people on the coast or near
the bay of francisco but intend settling the grater part of our people
in the great basin between the mountains near the bear river valley 4
Cali fornias
settlements in the californias
setlements
with reference to our setlernents

in correspondence to president james K polk the great salt lake
or bear river valley was plainly specified in september brigham
again spoke of bear river the great basin or some other favorable
valley 6 A willard richards letter to colonel kane in mid february
1847 proves winter discussions did not affect the ultimate destination
we have not changed our views relative to a location wrote the
camp historian
it must be somewhere in the great basin we have
no doubt 7
but if their target remained consistent the complex plans for
getting there evolved through at least three subtly distinguishable
stages of development such matters as the time of departure the
number of men the route the need for another farm or way station
the regulation of authority camp organization and other related
concerns were in constant debate how not where was the divisive
5

issue
SEPTEMBER NOVEMBER

preliminary

PLAN

first plan was to send across the mountains to the great
basin or bear river valley a substantial number of able bodied men

the

august 1846 LDS church archives there is some indication that their
destination was private information not known by most in camp and revealed to thomas L kane only after
he had won the confidence and trust of mormon leaders brigham had his reasons for confidentiality
mormon battalion enlistees
enli stees might not look favorably at a one thousand mile march inland from their military
destination on the pacific coast he wished to keep the federal government guessing and in case the valley
did not turn out as expected changes could be made without others questioning his inspiration
eliza maria partridge lyman expressed the popular sentiment while watching the departing pioneer
they are going west to look for a location for the latter day saints and have no idea
wagons in early april
eilza
eliza maria partridge lyman
where that is but trust that the lord will lead them to the place journal of
ofeliza
ofelita
LDS church archives
8 april 1847 LIDS
journal history 9 august 1846
6 see
stranan
brigham young to the nauvoo trustees 11 september 1846 and brigham young to joseph A strattan
lewis C christian contends that the
12 september 1846 brigham young papers LDS church archives
m present
bear river valley mentioned referred to the one in present wyoming rather than its counterpart in
however most
223 and 238
northern utah see christian study of the mormon westward migration
of the trappers spoke highly of the cache valley area of utah and brigham might have had that area in
mind
7
journal history 15 february 1847 the only modification of their destination plans was the abandonment
of any further serious consideration of locating a portion of the british saints at vancouver island while as
late as august 1846 lip service had been given to the idea of british converts reaching the great basin
by the vancouver water route rather than by the more costly overland crossing it was probably never more
than a poorly conceived economic alternative routing the saints through vancouver was no longer an alternative
after the si
ning of the oregon trea
ty in june 1846 considering the need for consolidating their resources
treaty
signing
once in their mountain retreat maintaining close communication and unity and protecting themselves 1I
find it hard to believe the reference to the scheme was anything but a smoke screen to gain any possible
british and american concessions
of john D lee
journal ofjohn
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who would plant extensive crops and erect substantial improvements
and facilities after a year or two they would return to bring back to
encamp ments as
the great basin area as many of the missouri river encampments
possible central to the operation were the completion of the winter
quarters mill far enough in advance to provide abundant seed a very
early departure and a universal understanding and willingness among
the families to surrender their sons and husbands and to remain a
year or two longer at the missouri
specifically the proposed company was variously described as a
mena
portion of our effective men 8 a few hundred meng
men9 and all
the able bodied brethren who possibly can 10 the company was to
consist of carpenters millwrights fence builders and experienced
farmers who after reaching their new home would lay out a city
select a temple lot sow extensive acreage build permanent living
quarters erect mills and in every possible way prepare something
tangible for our families and the saints when they follow after I I
apparently most of the party if not all would winter there in short
the leaders envisioned a large work party of several hundred men who
would accomplish far more than merely locate the site
also critical to the plan was reaching the destination in sufficient
time to plant abundant summer crops and build extensively before
winter the leaders predicted reaching their chosen valley in a
minimum of six weeks certainly no later than I1ijune
bjune
ju ne 12 to make
it by that date they would have to leave at the earliest moment 13
asay
4say
by the
say one month before grass grows 14 or as finally defined
add excessive paraphernalia
first of march 15 without families and
the proposed company could leave early and travel quickly a lesson
iowa taught them by hard experience following the route of the
pathfinder james C fremont they would travel up the north platte
to fort laramie along the springwater and through the south pass
meanwhile their families would remain at the bluffs or up and
17 if forced
down the river and back in iowa 16 for one or two years 17if
1 1

1

2

stranan 12 september 1846 brigham young papers
brigham young to joseph A strattan
9journal
journal history 28 september 1846
Io
iobrigham
Brigham young to the nauvoo trustees 27 september 1846 brigham young papers
journal history 15 november 1846
IDS church archives
minutes of the winter quarters high council 8 september 1846 LDS
bangham
bngham young to the nauvoo trustees 11 september 1846 brigham young papers
ibid 27 september 1846
ibid 14 november 1846 and journal history 15 november 1846
letter of brigham young to the nauvoo trustees 27 september 1846 brigham young papers
see hosea stout on the mormon frontier the diary ofhosea stout 1844 1866 ed juanita brooks
sce
1 192 and journal history
vols salt lake city university of utah press 1964 9 september 1846 1192

15

november 1846
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to vacate winter quarters and then come en masse in the spring of
1848 18 bringing large numbers of families before reaping sustaining
harvests would be potentially disastrous realizing the perennial
objections of the faithful to being left behind brigham argued that
a year s comfortable situation in any civilized community for women
and children is far preferable to a year or twos risque of starvation in
the wilderness 19 once the new settlement was secured crops bowed
sowed
and adequate shelter provided then they will come to us or we can
come and bring them 20
finally to lessen family fears and bolster confidence brigham
related at a meeting of the general council or council of fifty in
mid november a dream which he had recently had concerning the
rocky mountains and promised that we should go in safety over
the mountains notwithstanding all the opposition and obstacles
government officials and others might interpose 21
I1 I1

FIS

COUNCIL OF FIFTYS DECEMBER PLAN

but the council of fifty had other ideas dreams or no dreams
in a series of meetings in november and december the council of
fifty reconvening officially for the first time since nauvoo days met
the organization of the camp of israel and our contemplated
journey 22 the most important meetings were held in december
assistant presiding bishop george miller and james emmett returned
from the ponca settlement on the day of christmas eve having made
the trip two or three times previously the council of fifty assembled
the following day christmas at willard richards s octagonal cabin
starting at 4 PM their deliberations lasted until ten that night
continued from 10 AM with a break for lunch until 9 PM the next
to discuss

journal history 15 november 1846
brigham young to the nauvoo trustees 11 september 1846 brigham young papers
2013righam
brigham young to joseph herring 13 september 1846 brigham young papers
21journal history 8 and 12 november 1846
22journal history 29 december 1846
shortly before his death joseph smith organized the council
of fifty as a political advisory body two of its assignments were to assist in the election of joseph as
president of the united states and to advise on a future location for the church some authors have
argued that the council of fifty had far sweeping powers to govern the church but this does not seem
A report orson
to be the case apostle george A smith at one time referred to it as a debating society
hyde george A smith and ezra T benson to brigham young 5 april 1849 brigham young papers
though some of his colleagues particularly those who disagreed with brigham young saw the council as a
body of power almost equal to that of the quorum of the twelve for two sharply contrasting points of view
see klaus hansen quest for empire the political kingdom of god and the council of fifty in mormon
historyy lansing michigan state university press 1967 and D michael quinn the council of fifty and
histo
bngham young university studies 20 winter 1980 163 97
its members 1844 to 1945 b7igham
bigham
18
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day and concluded at 6 PM sunday 27 december 23 it is significant
that brigham young and willard richards were quite ill at the time
and attended only intermittently george miller later indicated that
his ideas were not wholly overlooked in their deliberations 24 the
plan that resulted superseded the preliminary plan of just a few weeks
earlier
central to this approach was the establishment of a large farm or
way station like mt pisgah or garden grove in an isolated setting in
yellowstone country north of fort laramie planting spring crops at
the foot of instead of across the mountains was safer than risking all
on an over the mountain dash fewer men would be required since
few large facilities were envisioned and only planting would be required
at this temporary site while more men could come on after spring if
successful at the yellowstone a small band might later go over the
mountains find the right valley and at least make a tiny foothold
and plant some fall crops if the plan were successful on both counts
the bulk of the church could be brought out in the spring of 1848 as
originally decided more cautious than the first this second plan was
a scheduling change a guarantee for essential wilderness crops in
the summer and fall of 1847 but the end result would be the same
prompting this revision were the advice trappers were offering the
three hundred pounds of flour per man required the failure of the
mill to begin operating in time to supply the pioneers with sufficient
seed grain and a feeling that a way station farther west would be a
healthier place to spend another summer than winter quarters
the plan apparently stemmed from bishop george miller
bishop miller and james emmett from their conversations with local
indians and explorations up the running water river were convinced
that the spring expedition should travel west up the running water
rather than the more southerly route along the north platte writing
as early as october bishop miller had argued that his route was the
nearest and best rout to the pass in the mountains and that it was a
see journal of willard richards 24 27 december 1846 and journal history 27 december 1846
LDS church archives george miller a convert to mormonism in early nauvoo days was a very capable and
joseph smith the prophet eventually appointed him assistant presiding bishop of the
devoted follower of ofjoseph
main
brighams
bnghams
hams maln
bighams
church bishop miller took a leading role in council of fifty proceedings and was Brig
mlin pathfinder
while crossing iowa the ponca settlement derived from george millers decision to abandon his original
assignment to establish a winter camp among the pawnee indians near the loup fork of the north platte
river for various reasons not the least of which were the advice ofjames
ofjames emmett to follow the invitation of
the ponca indians and millers desire to establish a community upon different economic principles than those
brigham young was implementing at winter quarters bishop miller and his company of almost four hundred
souls moved north to the ponca indian villages on the running water river near its confluence with the
missouri river about two hundred miles north of winter quarters
24 24northern
northern islander 20 september 1855
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level road all the way to fort larame 25 he sent emmett and butler
to explore the river and upon their return in december they reported
joseph holbrook called it one of the best I1
it as a good route
21
ever saw for spring traveling 26

then in late november justin grosclaude and a mr cardinal
strongly endorsed millers proposed route they spoke favorably of at
least a summer way station in the yellowstone country near the forks
of tongue river just five or six days above fort laramie in present
southeastern montana south of miles city 27 the two men according
to horace K whitney had settled in the area of the salt lakes for
sixteen years
they narrated and gave an account of the climate
etc which was quite interesting indeed 28 grosclaude a trader for
the american fur company and cardinal an expert hunter and
trapper claimed a knowledge of most of the indian languages and
all the best trails to and over the rockies they offered to pilot
the camp over the mountains the following spring for 400 A
noncommittal but interested brigham young listened carefully to
their recommendations of establishing a summer farming station in
the tongue river area he himself had introduced the subject of a
As one of the
way station in the foothills some weeks previously
mr G gave an interesting account of the sources
clerks recorded
of the yellowstone and sketched with pencil a map of the country
ofpuncah
puncah
west of the missouri and north of
duncah above the yellow stone 29
because of his conversations with the two men brigham gave more
serious consideration to millers running water tongue river plan
the thought occurred to us he said in a letter to bishop miller
that perhaps brothers emmett and butler might like to explore that
country yellowstone this winter to see if there was a chance for a good
location or any other speculation in that vicinity to become familiar with
we have written the thought but have no particular council
routes
on the subject

30

although brigham

never overly enthusiastic about the
yellowstone proposal before long grosclaudes
Gros claudes suggestions had
become the pioneers concrete plans
was

1 207
stout diary ofhosea stout 25 october 1846 1207
21
IDS church archives and joseph holbrook
manuscript history of brigham young 17 december 1846 LDS
to brigham young 7 december 1846 brigham young papers
27brigharn
brigham young to george miller and council 25 november 1846 brigham young papers
2828journal
journal of horace K whitney 24 november 1846 LDS
IDS
ins church archives
2929journal
journal history 24 november 1846 the valley of the tongue and powder rivers was a favorite wintering
ground for trappers because of the abundance of game and pasture located there hiram martin chittenden
2 766
tae far west 12 vols stanford academic reprints 1954 2766
the american fur trade ofthe
odthe
of the
3obrigham
brigham young to george miller and council 25 november 1846 brigham young papers

25 25stout

ils
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by mid december after the november round of council of fifty
meetings thomas bullock and other assistant clerks dispatched letters
describing the route to our next intended location on the head
waters of the yellow stone river 31 at a sunday public meeting in
winter quarters two days after christmas and immediately after the
december meetings of the council of fifty orson pratt described the
way station plan explaining the intention to
send out a pioneer company to get to the head waters of the running water
by the time grass comes or before and be ready to go over the black hills
of present day eastern wyoming & put in a crop of corn somewhere on
this side of the mountains near the head of the yellow stone he was
followed by woodruff & benson approving of his views on the subject 32

mary richards who also attended the meeting noted that it was
similarly contemplated that if time and energy permitted they
would send out from the proposed yellowstone winter quarters a
company across the mountains
to put in a crop of wheat in the
fall 33
brigham writing to parley P pratt orson hyde andyjohn
and
andjohn
john taylor
who were then about to depart from england and return home to the
camps indicated that after conferring with george miller and others
Christma stime the council of fifty had decided to send ahead
christmastime
at christmastide
two or three hundred men as early as circumstances would possibly
permit to the yellowstone river perhaps at the fork of tongue
river to prepare a large summer crop for some thousand or two of
the saints who should follow after them as soon as grazing would
permit 34 all who did not go to the yellowstone in either of the
first two parties would remain at this place and raise crops preparatory
for emigration the following spring 35
BRIGHAM YOUNG AND THE QUORUM OF THE TWELVES PLAN

despite his tentative agreement with the yellowstone plan and the
words of support given by various members of the twelve brigham never
warmed up to it after receiving more information and considering
all the geographical and administrative matters concerned he tendered
a revision of the original plan this time with the weight of divine
continued
journal of thomas bullock 12 december 1846 LDS church archives bullock cont
ued
aed
the
buffalo grass is fine & plenty on the head waters of the yellow stone a stream strikes above the two forks of
tongue river the winter sets in there about ist nov & lasts till last of march
32 32stout
stout diary ofhosea stout 27 december 1846 1221
33journal of mary H P richards
27 december 1846 LDS church archives
34journal history 7 january 1847
35 35brigham
brigham young to hannah stailey 8 january 1847 brigham young papers
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approval behind it involved were far more than routes rivers and
way stations rather the matter had become an issue of leadership
and authority
brigham developed several objections first of all he did not
like the direction the yellowstone plan would take them he saw in
it a repeat of millers ponca settlement a way station off the main
line and north by hundreds of miles from where they were intending
to go why risk living among other potentially hostile sioux and
mandan indian tribes for another winter why risk unnecessarily
an uncertain crop in an unknown area away from trading posts and
settlements in short why delay at all better to take the risks
of getting over the mountains than to mire in the swamps of the
yellowstone
second brigham didnt like what he was hearing about the
yellowstone he gradually concluded that grosclaude and cardinal
were influencing george miller and the others the same way the
ponca indians had done earlier possibly for their own advantage
joseph holbrook after returning from his explorations west with
james emmett told brigham that while the running water was a
fairly direct route the feed along the way was entirely eat out by
large buffalo herds more seriously the sioux indians expressed an
unwillingness for us to pass through their country and make a large
road as it would serve to drive off their buffalo and other game
the ponca confided holbrook expressed the same opinions as the
sioux 36 if the warlike sioux were concerned about a tiny exploration
party how would they react to large caravans besides the sioux
were already a serious enough hazard to the settlements at the missouri
to aggravate them further would be risking the lives of both the
overlanderr
overlanders
landers and the weakly defended settlers back at winter quarters
over
what logan fontenelle described was equally unsettling if
not more so fontenelle was the interpreter to the omaha indians
half breed son of the
and a frequent visitor at winter quarters A halfbreed
mountain man lucien B fontenelle he possessed extensive knowledge
of the far west logan fontenelle disagreed with grosclaude and
thought the yellowstone plan unwise
the soil about tongue river
is red and yellow clay and you cannot raise crops on it
he advised
willard richards thomas bullock and henry G sherwood in
mid december
from the ponca to the oregon trail is a broken
country between the divides are swamps the creeks that run into
joseph holbrook to brigham young

36
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up
the running water are not miry but it is a rough country
the running water you will see trouble and may break your wagons
1I would not undertake to go up that river
instead fontenelle
ian to follow the
strongly recommended they pursue their original ppian
lan
platte
plane
piane which he described as a level prairie and good sound
north piatte
road to the mountains
he also spoke encouragingly about the
best soil south of the salt lake 37
another drawback to the yellowstone plan was the increased
hardship it would place on members of the mormon battalion brigham
was keenly aware that after their discharge in the summer of 1847
many of the soldiers would be returning from the pacific coast to
their families 38 he therefore wanted a large number of battalion
families in the proposed summer train of one thousand or two thousand
so that as few soldiers as possible would have to travel all the way back
to the missouri 39 they had already marched enough at his insistence
the yellowstone scheme would add several hundred more miles to
the soldiers march enough criticism had already been raised over
the battalion matter why make it worse
third and of most importance in addition to disliking the direction
of travel and to receiving negative input about the yellowstone plan
brigham disliked the source from which the plan came george miller
and his tagalong
pagalong
tagalong james emmett represented an excessively independent
spirit that had manifested itself before the exodus from nauvoo all
across iowa at the missouri and most recently at the ponca settlement
Brig hams
their goals and perspectives were repeatedly at variance with brighams
and the twelves george miller and others of the council of fifty
such as lyman wight brigham believed were following the shadow
of the deceased joseph smith not the living quorum of the twelve
and were not really convinced that settling the church in the great basin
was of any merit during the winter bishop miller had disobeyed
counsel by dealing with missouri traders without clearance and had
steadfastly refused to pool his funds
funa with orson whitney s to buy at
cheaper wholesale prices
cahoons
oons cabin at winter quarters
at a raucous meeting in daniel Cah
cahoots
brighams
hams policies
on 29 october george miller railed against Brig
see journal of thomas bullock 12 december 1846 and journal
fontenelle also suggested that before departing they build a leather boat
fording swollen streams and rivers
aa
3aA detachment of the battalion incapacitated by illness and weakened
the women and children had been sent north to pueblo colorado this
rejoin their families at the earliest moment
39journal
39journal history 25 and 29 29january
january 1847
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willard

shackles and ambitions in the presence of
onwillard
ofwillard richards

after

their meeting had adjourned
brigham appeared at the door and took up the subject he had been
without and heard all that was said he handled the case very ruff he
said that miller and emmett had a delusive spirit and any one that
would follow them would go to hell etc that they would sacrifice this
and that he would
people to aggrandize themselves or to get power
not clean up after him any longer he said that they would yet
apostatize 40

brigham wanted to dispel once and for all any doubt that the
quorum of the twelve was in command several of the pioneers in
and out of camp such as peter haws george miller lyman wight
and lucian
Lucia
lucianj
luciana
nJJ woodward were clinging to the belief that the council
of fifty was directing the migrations west and held supreme authority
at least over temporal and political matters miller haws emmett
trail blazers with brigham as fellow
and wight all felt they were equal trailblazers
members of the council and would not willingly submit to his direction
particularly regarding non
church affairs
nonchurch
to take matters completely out of the hands of the council of
fifty or any other similar group and to scotch the already approved
yellowstone plan would require a forceful declaration on 11 january
brigham told of another dream he had received the night before of
joseph smith and his mother lucy mack smith reporting that he and
joseph conversed freely about the best manner of organizing companies
for emigration 41 three days later on thursday 14 january brigham
presented his canonized revelation to the church recorded today
in the doctrine and covenants and received then as the word and
will of the lord concerning the camp of israel in their journeyings to
156
the west dac
D
ac
1361
15611 the document was a brilliant and well timed
&c 136
d&c
statement not because of what it said regarding the organization
of companies since they had already had companies of hundreds
fifties and tens all across iowa but for what it declared concerning
the source of final authority above all it was a lecture on apostolic
supremacy
given first to the twelve on 14 january to the high council on
16 january to the general priesthood quorum on sunday 17 january
and finally to the general membership on 19 january the word
and will of the lord said many things but perhaps none more
important than this that the journey westward its organization its
4
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conduct all must be under the direction of the twelve apostles
D
& C 13
1363
1565
1563
63
d&c
dac
for the first time since joseph smith the faithful proclaimed
god had given direction he had not left his people alone in the
wilderness and he would not abandon them and he had stated
unequivocally who was in charge 42 though the revelation said
nothing about the saints final destination nor the feasibility of
a way station indeed leaving these matters entirely open it did
establish ultimate authority the twelve were in control not the
council of fifty not the high council nor any other group and
the issue was not missed by those who participated in the meetings
and procedures to ratify the revelation
harn endeavored to show that the apostles were
following the
hain
Brig
werefollowing
brigham
will of joseph smith while others were pretenders
the church has
been led by revelation just as much since the death of ofjoseph
joseph smith as
before said brigham on 17 january joseph received his apostleship
from peter and his brethren and the present apostles received their
apostleship from joseph the first apostle and oliver cowdery the
second apostle 43
hosea stout aware of the tensions over conflicting claims to
authority recorded his impressions of the revelation
this will put to silence the wild bickering and suggestions of those who
are ever in the way and opposing the proper council they will now
have to come to this standard or come out in open re belion to the will
of the lord which will plainly manifest them to the people and then
they can have no influence 44

content of the revelation was delivered in person to the ponca
settlement in early february by ezra taft benson erastus snow and
orrin porter rockwell they relieved bishop miller of his command

the

almost everyone at winter quarters accepted the revelation without reservation the municipal high
councils response was typical
reynolds cahoon moved that the communication be received as the word and will of
god seconded by isaac morley alanson eldredge approved of the same it was plain to his
reynolds cahoon said it was the voice of righteousness winslow farr
understanding
said it reminded him of the first reading of the book of mormon he was perfectly satisfied
geo W harris
and knew it was from the lord cornelius P lott was perfectly satisfied
was so well satisfied that he wanted all to say amen at once thomas grover felt that it was
the voice of the spirit
hosea stout said if there is anything in mormonism
the vote passed unanimously
thai is the voice of the lord to the people so is the word and will of the lord
that
laxly voted unanimously in support of it journal
similarly
siml
later in the day the presiding council of seventies simi
history 14 and 16 january 1847

13ibid
ibid

17

january 1847

stout diary ofhosea
hosea stout
of hotea

44 44stout
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told him he was wanted back at headquarters and put the camp
benson s jurisdiction 45
under apostle bensons
Brig hams document even though it did
shortly after reading brighams
not necessarily forbid the yellowstone scheme george miller came
out in public opposition to the plan to the authority of the twelve
and to brigham personally 1 I was greatly disgusted at the bad
composition and folly of this revelation george miller later recorded
t
so disgusted that I1 was from this time determined to go with them
1I must confess that I
1 was broken down in spirit on
no longer
oppressive
oppre sive
account of the usurpation of those arrogant apostles and their oppresive
measures 46
in a letter to brigham on 17 march george miller stated his
held but unexpressed objections to settling in the great basin
long
longheld
where he declared we would find it hard to sustain ourselves in
food and raiment and would most likely bring on the thoroughfare
where all the slime and filth malcontents
from missouri iowa
illinois indiana etc would pass near by us to the newly acquired
territory of california and oregon
better to find a location in
some lonely valley in oregon probably the genesis of the yellowstone
till in the far southwest on the camanshee
plan or better sstill
Caman shee
lleras mountains
Cordi
comanche lands on the eastern side of the cordilleran
cordilleras
so far south that we could grow cotton and even sugar cane
such
a colony one very close to lyman wights in southern texas he
argued could stand as a buffer state between warring mexico and the
united states As a go between the saints could effect a treaty by
which we could get sea
coast on the gulph of mexico where we
seacoast
could land emigrants from the states of england france germany
norway etc in our own ports
he concluded with this parting
poignant testimony
I1

although I1 am in poverty and rags 1I am not unwilling to undertake to
do any thing that this people persist in doing to build up this kingdom
1I have been as a beast of burthen ever since 1I came into the church and
have never swerved in my actions or feelings to do with my might all
things to push forward the cause of
zion and am and ever have been
ofzion
willing to spend and be spent for the cause 1I do not say this by way of
boasting but because of the frankness of my heart 47

his

loss was keenly felt by many in camp even

though they had
disagreed with him joseph fielding brother in law of
ofhyrum
hyrum smith
journal history 25 29 and 30 january 1847
annualpublications
publications
11h
H W mills de tal palo tal astilla historical
society ofsouthern
historicalsociety
of Southern california annual
10
1917 111 12
101917
47 47george
george miller to brigham young 17 march 1847 brigham young papers
4545journal
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and a fellow member of the council of the fifty said he was dear
to me in the office he held he was indeed a fine man and 1I hope to
see him again in our midst 48
however both george miller and james emmett left the church
shortly thereafter miller went south to texas in july 1847 and lived
with lyman wight for a short time until he decided wight was an
intoxicated no good 49 in october 1847 he traveled north to voree
vbree
abree
wisconsin and later to beaver island michigan and took up with
the followers of james J strang thrilled at having another former
Brig hams church join with him strang gave miller
authority of brighams
prestige and such high sounding titles as prince privy councellor
and general chief in the kingdom of god though very little real
strangs
authority 50 after St
rangs death in 1856 george miller left beaver
strands
island and died soon afterwards in marengo illinois
the third plan then the quorum of the twelve plan was more
than a mere restatement on camp organization or direction it
pronounced in unambiguous terms once and for all the supremacy of
the quorum of the twelve over not only spiritual but also temporal
and political matters it cost the church the allegiance of some of
its finest pioneers and frontiersmen who in the end probably ran
aground as much over personality differences as purely ecclesiastical
or doctrinal issues
with the matter of authority finally settled the saints could now
focus on the specifics of preparing for their departure A confident
brigham young four days after announcing his revelation stated
he had no more doubts nor fears of going to the mountains and felt
as much security as if he possessed the treasures of the east 51 but at
this point he had more confidence than answers who would go in
the advance party was the yellowstone still a viable option how
soon could they realistically start the trek given the need to reorganize all
the camps when would all the rest join the advance company many
of these questions would not be answered until the eve of their journey
determining the makeup of the pioneer companies was a two step
affair and must be seen as part of a larger effort to organize all of the
journal of ofjoseph
joseph fielding spring 1847 book

48

49 49mills
mills

palo

5

p 126 LDS church archives

143

unbound minute book of Stran
strangite
strengite
gite conferences held between july and october 1850 J J strang
papers library archives reorganized church of jesus christ of latter day saints the auditorium
RIDS library archives As late as 1854 miller was urging wight
independence missouri hereafter cited as RLDS
the more 1I reflect on the subject the more 1I am convinced that it would
to abandon texas and join strang
temporal
peral point of view
be to the best you could do under all the sircurnstances
sircum stances both in a spiritual and tem
circumstances
sircumstances
george miller to lyman wight 19 january 1854 RLDS
RIDS library archives
wight refused
51
journal history 18 january 1847
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mormon encamp
ments at the missouri according to the revelation
encampments
all the saints had to be accommodated within a traveling organization
whether or not they could leave in the spring or fall brigham wanted
to put the camps on a standby basis alert to the need of leaving as soon
as possible he would overlay the existing ecclesiastical structure with a
traveling organization in order to constantly remind his followers that
their stay was only temporary
according to the revelation three other companies besides Brig
brighams
hams
and heber C Kim
kimballs
balls were to be organized and from these the
best prepared most able bodied men would be selected to form the
advance company each of the five companies would take an equal
portion of widows orphans and battalion families 52 brigham and
heber would divide the winter quarters population basically along
family lines wilford woodruff and orson pratt were to take the
remnants of winter quarters before incorporating everyone at
mt pisgah and garden grove 53 george A smith and amasa lyman
were ordered to organize the east bank settlements it took these
apostles five to six weeks to tour all the settlements read the new
revelation choose captains of hundreds fifties and tens and complete
their preparations 54 ezra taft benson meanwhile reorganized the
ponca settlement
heber C kimball excited at the response and anxious to get
away gave a valuable progress report on the reorganization and
mobilizing efforts

the union that

exist s in the camp of isreal which are now on
now exists
the west side of the missouri river surpasses any since the church
was organized from the quorum of the twelve down through every
we have now already organized
organization of the church
somewhere between twelve and fifteen hundred men and the brethren
on the east side of the river are flocking to the standards daily there
are many of those on the east side of the river that are in a scattered
state and have become rather cold and lifeless as it were like unto a
firebrand that is separated from the fire 55

evidence indicates that there was initially some confusion over
the inclusion of families in the early departing companies 56 the
ibid 18 and 25 january 1847
see journal of wilford woodruff 15 and 18 february 1847 and journal of erastus snow early
LDS
february 1847 both in LIDS
ilis church archives
5454journal
journal history 12 and 15 february 1847
see heber C kimball to john M bernhisel 17 february 1847 and journal of heber C kimball
55see
LDS church archives
23 february 1847 LIDS
56the
the twelve apostles to titus billings 25 march 1847 brigham young papers and journal history
51ibid

25 march 1847
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earliest would leave in march followed by a second caravan once grass
had grown this later company would consist of many of the battalion
families other companies would come on in intervals until 1I july
the rest would vacate the missouri the following spring
but the matter of who would go was inextricably part of another
di
dilemma
january
lemma where to go and how to get there by the end of ofjanuary
iemma
brigham had reverted to taking the platte route and advised his
ponca followers to convey that information to grosclaude and cardinal
say to them we have none but the best of feelings towards all good
men themselves particularly so far as we are acquainted 57
the way station plan meanwhile was tossed back and forth before
a final decision was made on the eve of departure by mid february
the leaders were leaning heavily toward risking a nonstop over
the mountain thrust to the great basin with this one precaution
should our bread stuff fail for lack of means to procure we will then
be obliged to stop a part of the camp at the foot of the mountains and
plant late crops 58 in other words they would reverse the order and
priority of the council of fifty plan put in a spring crop in the basin
first and then if required plant fall crops at the foot of the mountains
arguing against the way station plan isaac morley said it would
dilute their efforts
if there is a company here a company at the
mountains and a company across the mountains it is weakening our
of another city is full of trouble and expense
hands the building ool
willard richards at the same meeting and of the same mind as
isaac morley argued that if we go 35 or 600 miles to put in a crop this
spring we are too late we have to be particular in picking our location
you can plant two acres here to one
so as to irrigate the farm
there 59 he concluded
will it not be better to leave the families here this season where they
have houses to shelter them from the storms and other necessaries
prepared and let the pioneers go over the mountains and prepare the
place then return and bring the families over next season in perfect
safety to the place of gathering without having to make and leave
another stopping place for the devil 60

As benjamin clapp put it we may as well stick the stake this year
as three or four years hence 61
journal history 29 january 1847 he went on to say he would be pleased to have them accompany
us
although they never did
5
ibid 15 february 1847
59 59minutes
minutes of a meeting of the twelve and others 6 march 1847 brigham young papers
john D lee journals ofjohn D lee ed charles kelly salt lake city western printing company
57

1938

6 march 1847

109 11

minutes of the twelve and many of the high council
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though initially they had expected to leave by early march a
target date they surrendered with reluctance brigham conceded early
in 1847 that it was very uncertain whether the pioneers will leave
here before april 62 the difficulty lay in the matter of provisions
and seed grain in whether the pioneers could gather necessary
commodities in time the failure of the winter quarters mill which
never operated all winter aggravated matters
obviously large
numbers of people could not be provided with either adequate flour
or enough seed for large midway farms
but while the mills failure was a serious impediment another
equally complicating factor was the same problem of the year before
constant nagging from faithful families not to be left behind among
the indians in such a sickly place 63 some complained the advance
party was taking most of the available foodstuffs with them leaving
the rest with a paucity of provisions until the first spring crops 64
others feared further outbreaks of disease and death while not a few
were uncomfortable at relinquishing so many more possible defenders
at a time of escalated indian thievery
brigham responded in his characteristic fashion by suggesting
solutions while condemning wanton aimless criticism to the concern
over provisions and the widespread feeling that a way station would at
least provide food and refuge from sickness leaders gave several
answers willard richards argued that the purer wholesome air of the
mountain regions would prove fatal on an already unhealthy people
unless accommodated gradually
if we go in the sick state we now
are in to the mountains we should drop like the wind if 1I dont
want to kill my family 1I wont take them too sudden to this purer
atmosphere 65 ezra taft benson agreed saying 1 I do not think this
winter quarters is an unhealthy location at least 1I would not be
afraid to leave my family here 66 with the coming of spring and
vegetables surely health would improve as the saints rested from
further travel and planted abundant crops
brigham young to joseph A strattan 22 january 1847 brigham young papers
odthe
john D lee 6 march 1847 108 10 one ofthe
63ieejournals
of the problems causing the delay in crossing
lee journals ofjohn
of lohn
iowa was the cry of the faithful to remain with the twelve regardless of how slow it would make them all
brigham young could escape his enemies with far greater ease than he could his followers
64patty sessions referred to the scarcity of provisions at winter quarters and how hard it was even to get
patty
a little corn
meal manuscript history of winter quarters 15 april 1847 LIDS
cornmeal
IDS
ins church archives camp
leaders were aware of the problem to minimize demands on camp supplies brigham recommended only
100 pounds of provisions betaken
be taken per pioneer As he had done back in iowa joseph young objected to the
betoken
foolhardiness of the scheme and strongly suggested more ample supplies the final company took with them
closer to 300 pounds of provisions per person manuscript history of brigham young 3 march 1847
65 65minutes
minutes of a meeting of the twelve and others 6 march 1847 brigham young papers
dee
lee journals ofjohn
of john D lee is6 march 1847 109 11
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to counter fears of indian loitering and theft

the twelve promised
that the police force would be maintained and a large picket fence
would be built along the exposed southern flank of the city every
precaution would be taken to keep the city as safe as possible though
some of the cannons would have to go west with the later company
and as to the anxiousness of mormon battalion wives and families
to rejoin their loved ones brigham promised that every effort would
be made to include them in the ensuing summer companies 67
the twelve also argued that those left behind would have more
than sufficient provisions brigham urged that every family in the
city plant a garden of their own and that large public fields or
farmlands be administered south of the city with land apportioned
not by price but by a personal pledge of improvement large separate
family farms were also envisioned for members of the young kimball
and richards adopted families 68
despite all these assurances some still complained believing
that many were self serving apostle amasa lyman was perfectly
well satisfied that the feelings of the people are at war with their
interest 69 heber C kimball agreed saying 1 I have been chained
up once and the twelve are chained up again 70 and brigham in
terms reminiscent of those he used the summer before put it most
bluntly in a 21 march address
you poor stinking curses for you are cursed and the hand of the lord
shall be upon you and you shall go down to hell for murmuring and
bickering this people means to tie my hands continually as they did
last year so that we cant go to the place of our destination they are
already coming to me saying cant you take me along dont leave me
here if you do 1I am afraid 1I shall die this is such a sickly place well 1I
say to them die who cares if you have not faith to live here you will
die over the mountains 71

this time brigham would not be hindered
monday 22 march had for some time been targeted as the
departure date but the last minute elimination of the yellowstone
of a meeting of the twelve and others 6 march 1847 brigham young papers
68ibid
ibid at the time many of the leaders of the church were practicing the law of adoption as
understood by brigham young a practice by which families were sealed to priesthood leaders through
adoption to insure eternal priesthood blessings for more on the topic see the authors forthcoming book on
the mormon trek west see also gordon irving the law of adoption one phase of the development of
BYU studies 14 spring 1974 291 314
the mormon concept of salvation 1830 1900
the law of
adoption was implemented in winter quarters on a large scale but with mixed results it was later abandoned
119minutes
minutes of a meeting of the officers of both divisions 22 march 1847 brigham young papers
7
minutes of a meeting of the twelve the high council and others 22 march 1847 brigham young
117

117minutes
minutes

egg
119

papers

dee
lee journals ofjohn D lee
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plan delays because of unfinished work in organizing the camp
according to the word and will of the lord
difficulties in
gathering provisions and the time required to confront objections all
forced a postponement 72 part of the change involved a major reduction
in the size of the pioneer company from well over three hundred to
less than half that number A smaller company could move more
quickly while leaving more crop growers and defenders back at
winter quarters another target date 1 april also came and went
Kim balls
finally on saturday morning 35 april the first of heber C kimballs
company began rolling out of winter quarters others followed on
monday and on 8 april horace K whitney and many general
authorities set out for the main rendezvous point at the elkhorn ferry
about fifteen miles west 73
but the sudden arrival of parley P pratt from his mission to england
forced another weeks delay brigham young heber C kimball
ezra taft benson orson pratt porter rockwell george A smith
wilford woodruff and willard richards all returned on horseback to
winter quarters on 12 april while the rest of the advance company
were sent ahead to the platte river to cross it before heavy rains
intervened 74
parley P pratt met in council with his fellow apostles the evening
of the twelfth and reported on his mission to england the demise
ism the perils of his journey and
of reuben hedlocks
locks joint Stock
stockism
Hed
hemlocks
stockish
Strangi
strangisms
that john
sms progress in england he also indicated thatjohn
tJohn taylor
tha
hourly expected was bearing the treasures of england with him
469 sovereigns of gold representing tithes from the british saints
and almost five hundred dollars worth of astronomical and other
instruments useful to the pioneers on their journey 75
the next day john taylor did arrive by boat up the missouri with
the money and two sextants
sex tants two barometers two artificial horizons
one circle of reflection several thermometers and a telescope 76
orson pratt the most scientific minded of anyone in camp would
put such instruments to excellent use during the ensuing trek the
twelve continued their deliberations and many commendations and
journal of horace K whitney 22 and 23 march 1847
7373journal
journal history 8 april 1847
7474journal
journal of horace K whitney 8 and 12 april 1847 see also journal history 12 april 1847 and
1
april 1847
journal of wilford woodruff 12 13
7575journal
erastus snow 7 and 8 april 1847 one wonders if brigham young had not purposely been
journal of
oferastus
delaying the departure until parley P pratt and john taylors return he must have known the funds and
instruments were on their way
7171journal
journal history 13 april 1847 besides these instruments they had recently obtained several maps of
texas oregon and Caf
california
fornia including Fr
fremonte
fremonts
emonts mitchells and a most recent map from general atchison
ibid 18 february 27 march and 4 april 1847
7272journal
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criticisms were expressed of the missionaries work in england at the
same time brigham young urged john taylor and parley P pratt to
make every effort possible to join the advance party but the two were
more anxious to catch their breath and spend time with their families
their refusal did not square well with brigham and later became a
source of irritation and complaint within the quorum 77
it was decided that brigham should have disposal of the british
moneys meanwhile elders pratt and taylor were given responsibility
for organizing along the patterns set forth by the word and will
the first emigration company and later smaller companies
of the lord
until 1 july these later emigration companies were to bring five
hundred pounds of breadstuff per person enough to last eighteen
months in case the pioneer companies failed to reach their destination
in time to put in fall crops there must be no repetition of the ill
fated donner party in all cases instructed brigham the brethren
must run their own risk for food and not depend on the pioneers
or any company in advance for support 78 after their departure
orson hyde expected back later in the spring after visiting branches
of the church in the eastern states would as he had done in nauvoo
nearguard
the preceding spring be in charge of the rearguard
rear guard mormon settlements
on 14 july all but john taylor and parley P pratt returned to
the elkhorn rejoining the pioneer company near the platte river the
following day after the final organization and preparation of the
company of 143 men and boys three women and two children the
amalgamation of leaders from all five companies at 2 PM on
friday 16 april following months of planning turmoil and twisted
expectations brigham young and the mormon pioneers headed west
into history 79

1 I told bro parley isyou
ifyou
ifyou
you go with us you will never be sorry for it but isyou
if you
if
dont you will always be sorry for it I1 tell you they will lose more ground than they ever gained brigham
wanted all the twelve present not only to travel west with the advance party but also to discuss the creati
on of
creation
creatlon
a first presidency he may have worried also about leaving john taylor and parley P pratt to manage affairs
at winter quarters and to organize the emigration companies that would follow minutes of miscellaneous
trustees meetings 17 november 1847 brigham young papers see also stout dih
diaryy of hosea stout
dik
dia
1 289
26 november 1847 1289
78 78brigham
brigham young and the council of the twelve to the brethren at wm
winter
ter quarters journal history
77brigharn
brigham said

months later

april 1847
7979journal
journal history 16 april 1847 see journal of horace K whitney 16 april 1847 and journal of
erastus snow 16 april 1847 the abovementioned
above mentioned journals disagree on the total number constituting the
camp the whitney journal says only two women joined them the snow journal says three
16
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